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Societal	 sustainability	 is	 an	 increasing	 concern	 in	 the	United	States,	especially	the	sustainability	of	urban	envi-ronments.	Transportation	is	an	essential	element	to	con-
sider	when	assessing	urban	environmental	impacts.	How	people	
travel,	both	within	and	between	urban	areas,	is	fundamental	to	




The	 degree	 of	 environmental	 integrity	 characteristic	 of	
systems,	policies,	and	 infrastructures	 is	 fundamental	 to	urban	
sustainability.	Beyond	 this,	 the	 liv-
ability	 and	hospitability	of	urban	
environments,	 often	 overlooked,	
are	 also	 critical.	 Sustainability	 is	
not	 limited	 to	 the	 realm	 of	 natu-
ral	resources	but	can	be	examined	
using	 an	 economic	 framework.	
Of	 particular	 importance	 when	
considering	 sustainability	 from	
an	 economic	 perspective	 is	 the	
inclusion	 of	 less	 tangible—often	
difficult	 to	 measure—social	 ben-
efits,	 including	 the	 promotion	 of	
improved	 quality	 of	 life,	 arising	





The	 U.S.	 transportation	 system	 was	 constructed	 princi-


























The	 ultimate	 cause	 of	 rail’s	
decline	 may	 have	 been	 unfavor-
able	 and	 onerous	 government	
policies	and	discrepancies	in	trans-
portation	 spending	 that	 favored	
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about	 the	 shortcomings	 of	 a	 transportation	 system	 so	 reliant	
on	the	automobile.	Between	1995	and	2008,	the	growth	rate	of	
public	transit	ridership	has	steadily	increased	at	approximately	
three	 times	 the	U.S.	population	growth	rate	while	 the	growth	
rate	of	national	vehicle	miles	traveled	(“VMT”)	is	beginning	to	
decline.15	An	increasing	number	of	people	in	the	United	States	










































Trends ThaT supporT raIl InvesTmenT
In	assessing	the	costs	and	benefits	of	passenger	rail	invest-
ment,	 it	 is	 important	 to	consider	not	only	how	passenger	 rail	
functions	 today,	but	also	how	 it	 could	 function	 in	 the	 future.	






a	 growing	number	of	U.S.	 residents	 desire	 urban	 rather	 than	
suburban	living.25	Increasingly,	especially	within	younger	gen-















ably	 result	 in	 higher	 direct	 costs	 associated	 with	 automobile	
travel	and	therefore	an	increased	desire	for	less	costly	alterna-





Further,	 our	 society’s	 reliance	 on	 rapid	 communication	



































dence	 that	 passenger	 rail	 does	 significantly	 reduce	 VMT	 in	
certain	cases;	for	example,	cities	served	by	robust	rail	systems	
have	twenty-one	percent	lower	per	capita	motor	vehicle	mile-
age	 (which	 represents	 an	 annual	 average	 reduction	 of	 1,958	
miles	traveled	per	person)	than	cities	that	are	solely	served	by	




owing	 to	 the	 use	 of	 personal	 computers	 and	 other	 devices—
greater	 than	 that	of	alternative	projects?	 It	 is	difficult—some	
would	say	perhaps	impossible—to	quantify	all	of	the	marginal	
benefits	and	costs	of	different	transportation	investments.	This	





















lent),37	 resulting	 in	 an	 average	 fuel	 consumption	 rate	 of	 267	
passenger-miles	per	gallon	of	gasoline.	This	means	that	using	














be	 concentrated	 in	 densely	 populated	 urban	 areas,41	 some	 of	
which	are	non-attainment	areas	for	Clean	Air	Act	regulations.	
Reducing	emissions	in	urban	areas	with	high	population	den-
sities	 is	 particularly	 important	 because	 of	 disproportionately	
high	health	and	economic	costs	from	pollution.	The	Center	for	




























lize	 the	 train,	suggesting	 that	rail	 investment	 is	perhaps	more	
efficacious	for	reducing	VMT	than	bus	investment.













Investment	 in	 a	 bus	 system	
could	be	 thought	 to	yield	 similar	
or	 superior	 results	 to	 investment	
in	 rail,	 but	 this	 is	 not	 true.	 Rail	
is	distinct	 from	buses,	because	 it	
captures	 more	 discretionary	 rid-
ers	 who	 otherwise	 would	 likely	
be	 driving	 cars,	 and	 thus	 invest-
ments	 in	 rail	have	a	 larger	effect	
on	VMT	reduction.50	Furthermore,	
unlike	 rail,	 increased	bus	 service	
has	 been	 linked	 with	 increased	
congestion	 costs	 to	 motorists.51	
However,	an	efficient	bus	system	
is	 important	 for	 a	 successful	 rail	
system	because	 it	 extends	 access	




often	 late,	 rail	 is	 in	 fact	 more	 reliable	 than	 other	 modes	 of	
transportation.	In	2009,	Amtrak	trains	were	on	time	approxi-
mately	eighty	percent	of	the	time.52	Trains	are	less	susceptible	
to	 inclement	 weather	 than	 automobiles	 or	 airplanes,	 making	
them	particularly	valuable	in	regions	that	experience	violent	or	
unpredictable	weather.	Only	thirteen	percent	of	Amtrak	delays	
in	 2009	 were	 caused	 by	 external	 forces,	 such	 as	 weather.53	
















because	of	 the	discretionary	riders	choosing	 to	 take	 the	 train	
rather	than	drive.
comForT, producTIvITy, and opTIon value
Rail	 is	a	unique	transportation	mode	because	of	the	level	
of	comfort	and	array	of	amenities	it	offers.	Compared	to	other	









modes.	 Road	 congestion	 associ-
ated	 with	 automobile	 travel	 has	
been	 linked	 to	 increased	 stress	
levels	and	negative	physiological	
responses.60	 Road	 and	 air	 travel	
are	 often	 more	 stressful	 than	
train	travel	and,	as	such,	for	some	




work	 through	 superior	 comfort	
and	 access	 to	 technology.	 Many	
trains	 are	 now	 equipped	 with	 free	

























Rail is not a “magic 
bullet” that will solve 
the United States’ 
transportation and 
energy woes, but it can 
be part of the solution 
to create a more 
sustainable future
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an	 environmental	 and	 economic	 perspective,	 increasingly	 less	
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